Author's Note 


Any author who writes a book with an animal hero automatically 
lays himself open to the charge of anthropomorphism—often with 
justification. We can guess at what goes on in an animal’s mind 
only by comparing his mental processes with ours. This is a poor 
system, as an animal's way of thinking is so different from ours 
that he may perform an act which seems to us the result of reason 
from some quite different motive. I believe that animals can 
reason but on a very rudimentary level compared to a human. 

In the problem of scent, the situation is exactly reversed. Many 
animals have powers of scent so greatly superior to those of a 
human that we can only vaguely understand what scent means 
to them. Yet here again we must interpret the behavior of a 
hound following a trail in terms of human scenting ability, for 
we have no other technique to guide us. 

A fox’s cunning is proverbial. Hundreds of stories are told 
about him. Two questions must always be asked of these stories: 
(1) Did a fox actually perform this feat and (2) If he did, why 
did he do it? 

For over a year now I have kept a pair of foxes who are so tame 
I can turn them loose and watch them hunt, fight, make love 
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wed live almost a normal life. I have also watched many wild 
d 1 have talked to dozens of Masters of Foxhounds, 
rapper’ hunters and game wardens. Unfortunately, I have never 
mer two men who can agree on what a fox will and will not do. 
I have frequently been told that no fox will run among sheep 
or cattle to throw hounds off his scent. Twice I have personally 
goon a wild fox followed by hounds do exactly this. From the 
window of my bedroom I have watched foxes run across our 
pasture until they located our flock of sheep, crawl into the center 
of the flock and lie there motionless, watching the baffled hounds 
who could not own the line because of the heavy sheep foil. A 
well-known writer has denounced Ernest Thompson Seton as a 


oxes aN 


“nature faker” because Seton on the basis of his own personal 
observation says that a fox will run along rails just before a train 
is due in order to kill hounds. This writer adds sarcastically, “Just 
where the fox procured a copy of the time-table is not made 
clear.” Mr. William Batchelor, Master of the Whitelands Hunt, 
tells me that his pack is no longer able to hunt the Whitford 
Sales area because a fox consistently takes the pack in front of 
trains on the Trenton Cutoff. Whitelands’ huntsman tells me 
that when the fox hears the whistle of a train, he will im- 
mediately leave his run and head for the Cutoff. There is no 
question at all that he knows precisely what he’s doing. 

There are two famous stories about foxes which I have not 
included in this book. One tells of foxes leaping on the back of 
sheep and riding them across a field to break the line. I can find 
no record of anyone who claims he saw this happen with his own 
eyes. The other tells of a fox slowly backing into a pond while 
holding a bunch of grass in his mouth. When he is completely 
submerged, all except his nose, he drops the grass and runs off. 
It is said that foxes rid themselves of fleas by this method as the 


fleas leave the fox to get on the grass. In my experience, it takes 
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carbolic soap to move a flea off a domestic dog, so] cann 
stand how simple immersion would do the trick with i 
the other hand, the story that foxes will ¢ 
several mice by tucking the mice under 
is quite true. I have seen my foxes do it, 

I was especially interested in whether 
promiscuous, or whether they mate 
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foxes are MOnogamoy. 
d 


for one Season and the 
separate. With almost mathematical precision, exactly half of ms 
e 


men who had observed foxes all their lives believed them 
monogamous and the other half were equally sure they w 
promiscuous as the domestic dog. I believe tha Mr. P 
Failor, supervisor of the Predator Control Section of the P 
vania Game Commission, has the answer. Mr. Failor poi 
that at any time of year when you see a fox you will almost Surely 
see its mate nearby, a strong indication for monogamy. The male 
helps in feeding and raising the pups, which would he impossible 
if he had no interest in one, individual female. Lastly, in fox 
farms only mated pairs will breed except under rare circum- 
stances; it is very seldom a male will serve more than one female. 
However, as Mr. Failor points out, it is seldom that a pair of foxes 
can live together more than a few years without one or the other 
being killed. In this case, the survivor mates again during the 
next rutting season. 
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I believe that the American and European red foxes are quite 
different animals, although it has often been stated that only the 
gray fox is a native American, and that all our red foxes were 
imported from Europe by fox hunters. The remains of red foxes 
dating from pre-Columbian times have been found in Indian 
burial mounds near Ralls, Missouri (Journal of Mammalogy 
40:401-405 Aug. 20, 1959). From all accounts the European 
red fox is definitely promiscuous, but the American red fox 
clearly seems to have different habits. 


Author's Note 255 


Fox hunters must pardon me for speaking of “pups” rather 
ie) cubs.” As an indignant zoologist told me, “Foxes are dogs, 


not bears.” Foxes are actually little wild dogs and so would have 


ups. 

Those familiar with the history of American fox hunting will 
instantly recognize in my chapter “The Last Hunt” the famous 
story of Baldy, a Virginia red fox, and Boston, a part bloodhound, 
part foxhound cross. Hunting alone, Boston followed Baldy for 
a day and a half, covering a distance of 150 miles. Both animals 
dropped dead at the end of the hunt and were buried together. 
The story appears in Recreation Magazine, July, 1898, pp. 3-7, 
and Seton quotes it in Lives of Game Animals, Vol. 1, pp. 
549-552: 

It is certainly conceivable that an experienced zoologist might 
question some of my views on foxes, yet I hope that even he can 
pick up an idea or two from my accounts. If so, perhaps he will 
treat me as a good fox hunter treats his horse: 


“Be to his virtues ever kind, 
Be to his faults a little blind.” 


DPM: 


